Johnny Got His Gun
By Dalton Trumbo

A classic tale of WWI and Pacifism

When I first met my future son-in-law, Jason, and he learned I was a teacher of American Humanities, his first comment was:  “You’ve got to have your kids read Johnny Got His Gun.”  I had never even heard of the book until then.  He told how his high school teacher had read his one copy aloud to his students, and Jason never forgot it.  He said ten years later, he still thought about it often.  


This unit covers the entire novel Johnny Got His Gun by Dalton Trumbo with commentary, analysis, teaching ideas, and assignments or worksheets for each chapter.  This is a wonderful novel to use in conjunction with WWI.  The students like it, it is well-written with many literary conventions, and it supports future units in American history and literature such as American isolationism, the Hollywood Ten during the Cold War, and anti-Vietnam War protests.  Because it has a complex narrative structure, it requires teacher facilitation.  


I have taught this novel for many years, and a benefit of that is that I have become a genuine expert on the book and what students think and gain from it.  I have found that this novel is excellent for reluctant readers.  For a long time, there were no teaching guides available for the book at all, and the movie is obscure.  I saw this as very positive because there were no shortcuts available to the students—they had no choice but to read.   Now there are Spark Notes available over the Internet.  When I first read the Spark Notes, I was amazed.  Where was the explanation of the allegories?  The symbolism?  The imagery that repeatedly supported the thesis?  The majority of this 41-page unit consists of many keen insights and teaching and essay ideas not mentioned at all in the Spark Notes.  

My philosophy is that I do not wish to indoctrinate students in any way.  I accept whatever opinions they have, asking only that they be critical and informed.  This book helps them think about and consider the history of many issues including pacifism, the idea of a “just war,” Communism, freedom of speech, the draft, what comprises patriotism, isolationism, our current military actions, euthanasia, civil disobedience, propaganda, and the effects of technological progress.  It does so through the thoughts of one of the most haunting and appealing characters in all of American literature, Joe Bonham.  


In addition to the books, you will need two sound recordings to teach this book.  The first is “One” by Metallica.  The second is  “Over There” from the WWI era.  My recording is from our history textbook publisher and was performed by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, but it is also available on the Internet, both for free or for under $1.  I also provide the lyrics for these songs to the class.  
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